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Abstract
There is a debate on whether higher education in the social sciences generates stronger
democratic and environmental norms among students. In our study, we focus on students’
perceptions about legitimate rule in the case of environmental protection. We contribute to this
debate by using a unique longitudinal data set from seven universities and university colleges
in Sweden. Our results show that higher education in the social sciences does not generate
stronger democratic or environmental norms, at least not in the case of environmental
protection. We discuss why this is the case and refine our results further by looking at
individual-level factors, such as gender and ideology.

Keywords Higher education . Sustainable development . Values . Norms . Policy support

Introduction

To what extent, and by which mechanisms, is higher education a factor behind increasing
public support for environmental policy instruments? It is suggested that education in general
(e.g., United Nations 2005) and higher education in specific (e.g., Cotton and Alcock 2013;
McCowan 2012) are potentially important factors in amending problems of sustainability.
However, research has also questioned whether higher education per se can shape environ-
mental norms (e.g., Shephard et al. 2015). This article aims to further our understanding about
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the relationship between (higher) education and one specific driver of sustainability: public
support for environmental policy instruments.

Changed behavioral patterns, altered consumption habits, and reduced ecological footprints
including on the individual level are commonly described as necessary for reaching environ-
mental policy goals. However, voluntary behavioral change is not always easily (or at all)
accomplished, as most environmental problems can be described as collective action problems,
where rational actors’ failure to cooperate around a common benefit leads to results that are
societally suboptimal (e.g., Olson 1965; Hardin 1968). These problems are especially tangible
for large-scale, free-access goods such as natural resources and the common environment.
Addressing environmental sustainability thus requires some form of intentional, third-party
coordination or, using the terminology of Mansbridge (2014), governmental coercion both to
correct the market failures underpinning collective action problems and to handle their
consequences. On the national level, these governmental interventions take the form of policy
instruments, for example, legislation, taxes, subsidies, and informative measures, targeting and
changing unsustainable behavioral patterns.

For democratic systems in particular, a palpable need exists for public support to make such
coercive measures feasible. There are several reasons for this. First, as suggested by the
higher-order legitimacy problem (cf. Matti 2009), unless a majority of the public supports a
proposed policy, it is less likely that democratically elected decision makers will risk stirring
up public opinion by trying to implement it (cf. Soroka and Wlezien 2010; Wallner 2008).
Second, policy effectiveness and efficiency might be compromised by extensive opposition
among the citizenry. Policy support reduces the government’s cost for monitoring and
enforcing compliance, as those affected by the policies will refrain from attempts to cheat or
free-ride to a greater extent (March and Olsen 2004; Beetham 1991). On the other hand, if
people find that the formal rules set up for enforcing cooperation are inappropriate, unjust, or
disproportional, the cost for monitoring will rise rapidly, making it increasingly difficult for the
state to maintain collective action behavior (Ostrom 2005).

As such, a range of studies have examined the conditions under which individuals lend their
support to environmental policy instruments. Whereas many focus on the structural conditions
that lead to the introduction of third-party coercion, as well as how political and cultural
contexts shape cross-national differences in this respect, implicit in these macro-level theories
are questions about which factors motivate single individuals to view coercive measures as
favorable. Several frameworks and theories focus on the predictors of policy support: for
example, perceptions of personal costs and benefits resulting from policy implementation (e.g.,
Lubell et al. 2007), or different elements of the cognitive system such as ideological position-
ing, value-orientations, beliefs, and personal norms (Stern et al. 1993; Steg and Vlek 2009).
Furthermore, previous research also suggests that individuals’ policy attitudes vary depending
on a large number of demographic and socio-economic variables, including social background,
living conditions, gender, and income (Dunlap et al. 2001).

Another often highlighted factor in the (political-sociology) literature is education, where
some studies assert that the higher the level of education, the more likely is the adoption of pro-
environmental behaviors as well as higher support for environmental policy instruments (e.g.,
Van Liere and Dunlap 1980). However, scrutinizing the research on education, the conclusions
on the effect of higher education on pro-environmental attitudes and behavior are inconsistent.
Furthermore, the link between higher education and policy support could operate through
several different mechanisms, affecting either views on environmental protection or on
governmental coercion in general. A significant amount of the literature suggests that
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knowledge attained through studies in the social sciences makes students more reflective and
facilitates the development of civic norms, for example, trust in the democratic system and in
fellow citizens, since they are taught the value of such norms (Brady et al. 1995; Brand 2010;
Bryant et al. 2012; Dee 2004; Galston 2001; Lewis-Beck et al. 2009; Milligan et al. 2004; Nie
et al. 1996; Pascarella and Terenzini 1991; Paterson 2009; Persson 2013; Stubager 2008; Van
de Werfhorst and de Graaf 2004). A direct link between higher education and environmental
values in particular has also been claimed (Vaske et al. 2001). These results might help us
understand why people with higher education also tend to be more supportive of environmen-
tal policy measures: first, since stronger civic norms might increase the acceptance of
authoritative decision-making in general, and, second, since higher education might lead to
the development of pro-environmental norms more specifically.

In this paper, we hypothesize a direct effect of higher education on policy support.
However, we also attempt to reveal the causal mechanisms between these two variables. In
these endeavors, we develop additional hypotheses. First, we derive a model suggesting that
higher education generates stronger pro-environmental norms that eventually have positive
effects on people’s propensity to support policies. Thereafter, we develop another hypothesis
suggesting an alternative causality: Education gives rise to reinforced civic norms, leading to
increased support for political steering in general, which in turn generates more support for
environmental policy measures. To investigate this, we analyze a unique (three-step) panel
survey data set distributed to university students at seven different universities in Sweden (N =
1801, first-wave), using structural equation modeling.

In the next section, we theorize on the relationship between education and support for
environmental policy measures and derive hypotheses to be empirically tested. Thereafter, we
introduce our data, discuss our dependent and independent variables, and account for the
various statistical techniques used to test our models. We conclude with a concise results
section, a discussion of our results, and a section where we present our conclusions and their
practical implications for both measures of governmental coercion and further research on
higher education as a driver for environmental policy support.

Education and environmental policy support

A number of previous studies have found that education constitutes a factor that is significantly
and positively correlated with various pro-environmental attitudes, including policy support
(Cotton and Alcock 2013; Kvaløy et al. 2012; O’Connor et al. 1999; Zahran et al. 2006; Van
Liere and Dunlap 1980; Jones and Dunlap 1992). Thus, as a first hypothesis, we propose:

H1: There is a direct effect of higher education on environmental policy support.

However, evidence for the positive effect of higher education on environmental attitudes in
general is both challenged (e.g., Shephard et al. 2015) and lacking empirically founded
inferences on the mechanisms by which this effect may take place. In what follows, we test
two alternative routes by which higher education, through shaping different sets of personal
norms, impacts individuals’ levels of environmental policy support. First, we test whether
higher education affects environmental policy support through a set of environmental norms,
determining the level of environmental concern and, in particular, the extent to which
individuals become aware of their own responsibility for the negative effects of environmental
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degradation and their ability to amend it. Second, we explore whether the effect of higher
education on policy support is a function of civic norms, which in turn determine attitudes both
towards political steering more generally and, subsequently, towards the manifestation of such
steering in the form of specific policy measures.

Higher education and environmental norms

Although concern for the environment might well be founded in self-interest based cost-
benefit calculations (e.g., Sagoff 1988), a growing body of evidence indicates that for issues
closely related to collective interests, moral-normative concerns play an even more significant
role in guiding attitude formation and contribute significantly to explaining low-cost behaviors
such as policy support (Steg and Vlek 2009; De Groot and Steg 2008). Using Schwartz’s
(1977) norm-activation model as a point of departure, a wide range of studies demonstrate how
pro-social or environmental values (e.g., Jagers and Matti 2010, Jagers et al. 2014; Nordlund
and Garvill 2002) and general environmental beliefs (Dunlap et al. 2000) cause the individual
to become aware of the negative consequences of a certain situation as well as to ascribe
personal responsibility for creating, and therefore preventing, these consequences. This chain
of factors subsequently leads the individual to develop personal norms to undertake various
pro-environmental actions and to support policy measures to this effect (Stern et al. 1995).
Whether higher education actually shapes pro-environmental norms is debatable. There are
mixed results, and potentially, it depends on whether higher education focuses not only on
cognitive skills but also on affective outcomes (Shephard 2008; Arnon et al. 2015). Yet, studies
have shown a relationship between education and environmental norms (Vaske et al. 2001; see
also Inglehart 1990), and other studies, using longitudinal data, have shown that years of
higher education do not shape environmental norms (e.g., Harraway et al. 2012; Shephard
et al. 2015). However, our second hypothesis proposes that the effect of higher education on
policy support is channeled through the development (or transformation) of pro-environmental
norms.

H2: Higher education affects environmental policy support indirectly through pro-
environmental norms.

The significance of civic norms

Simultaneously, attitudes towards specific environmental policy measures might be less
connected to specific preferences for environmental protection and instead be the result of
more general attitudes towards the relationship between the governor and the governed, such
as the legitimacy of democratic governments’ rights to make authoritative decisions on behalf
of the collective of citizens. The latter position suggests that the effects of higher education on
environmental policy support are instead channeled through the impact on civic norms.

Traditionally, democratic civic norms refer to civic prescriptions such as the recognition of
rule of law, active exercise of the right to vote and the maintenance of political vigilance (Benn
1979; Knack 1992). As of late, studies aimed at better grasping the nature of modern-day
collective action problems have done so primarily by focusing on another type of civic norm,
namely various expressions of trust. This is understandable, because high levels of trust, both
in other people’s voluntary compliance with policy initiatives (i.e., generalized trust), in the
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political-administrative system responsible for implementing, surveying, and enforcing policy
(i.e., institutional trust), and in the democratically elected representatives responsible for
making collective decisions (i.e., political trust), are suggested to impact a number of societal
processes, including the support of and compliance with political decisions (Hetherington
1998; Braithwaite and Levi 1998). There are, for example, good reasons to anticipate that a
large percentage of individuals will refrain from cooperative behavior or fail to support
policies, unless they perceive a reasonable chance of cooperative success or collective efficacy
(Lubell et al. 2007). As the outcomes of most environmental policy instruments are dependent
on both community and elite efforts, perceptions of cooperative success thus depend on the
level of trust in the intentions and capacity of these actors to perform the necessary tasks. Let
us expand on this topic.

First, political and institutional trust, or trust in the democratic system, becomes decisive for
policy support because the successful implementation of a policy instrument is clearly
dependent on both the ambition and ability of political actors and institutions to monitor and
enforce compliance, to create incentives for behavioral change, and to present viable alterna-
tives to the public (Devos et al. 2002; Lubell et al. 2007). Most basically, theories on political
legitimacy argue that confidence in the political authority’s ability to generate the best outputs
possible also implies a prima facie support of the political decision made (Matti 2009). Thus,
unless people trust the competence of both political decision-makers and political institutions
to understand the problem at hand and know what is required for amending it, they will be
prone neither to support policy measures nor to comply with them.

Second, trust in political-administrative actors and institutions reflects views on the political
government’s ability to handle demands for reciprocity. The possibility for governmental
coercion to increase predictability of human interaction and thereby eradicate the free-rider
problem is intimately connected to a belief in the system’s ability to simultaneously implement
effective monitoring and enforcement of rule violation, so as to increase both the effectiveness
and fairness of these measures (Matti 2009; Harring 2016). A related approach focuses more
specifically on the effects of institutional trust on public support for environmental taxes,
which can be conceptualized as coercive and demanding policies, in the sense that taxes put a
cost on individuals’ consumption of certain goods. For example, with regard to support for
environmental taxes, several studies (Hammar and Jagers 2006, Harring and Jagers 2013;
Dresner et al. 2006; Kallbekken and Sælen 2011; Kallbekken et al. 2013) find that lack of trust
in government, and in particular in the government’s use of the revenues generated from the
taxes, is a key explanatory factor for low levels of public support for such policy instruments.
They further suggest that the significance of institutional trust might explain why earmarking
revenues, ensuring a fair and proper recycling of public funds, have been found to increase the
support for new taxes.

Third, similar to the way social norms serve as a compass indicating how we ought to
behave, beliefs about others’ intentions to comply also affect personal attitudes towards
political decisions and policy instruments (Biel and Thøgersen 2007). Of particular interest
is the conclusion by, among others, Ostrom (2005) and Torgler (2003) that many individuals
are “conditional cooperators,” ready to engage in collective action only to the extent they
perceive that others are willing to do the same. This type of reciprocal behavior is thus
dependent on the judgment of whether or not other people are reliable. In small-scale settings,
characterized by regular interaction and face-to-face communication, previous experience and
reputation guide expectations of reciprocity. In large-scale situations, however, the extent to
which other people are believed to cooperate is instead based on estimated trustworthiness,
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where high levels of interpersonal trust increase personal willingness to cooperate (cf.
Sønderskov 2011). In guiding policy support, however, social trust is expected to work in
slightly different ways. On the one hand, distrust in others’ predisposition for voluntary
behavioral change can be expected to drive general support for the introduction of policy
measures mandating change or compensating for defective behavior, particularly if the policy
problem is perceived as highly pressing. Conversely, a strong belief in others’ voluntary
cooperation eradicates the need for third-party involvement to govern behavior and is thus
expected to decrease support for policy measures. On the other hand, low levels of interper-
sonal trust also negatively affect evaluations of a policy measure’s effectiveness and fairness
and can therefore reduce support for a particular measure if it is perceived as too easy for free-
riders to evade (Harring and Jagers 2013).

Based on these three lines of reasoning, we can thus expect a link between civic norms and
individuals’ propensity to accept policy measures imposed on them. What remains to be
explored is if education is also associated with this link, as suggested by, for example, studies
focusing on the civic value-promoting effects of social science education (Brady et al. 1995;
Lewis-Beck et al. 2009; Pascarella and Terenzini 1991).

H3: Higher education affects environmental policy support indirectly through civic norms.
H4: Civic norms affect environmental policy support via acceptance of political steering.

In sum, it seems that there are ample reasons to expect a direct effect on support for
environmental policy measures, but it is also plausible that this effect is indirect and occurs
through the development of personal norms. Furthermore, we have theorized that these indirect
effects can materialize in two different ways: first, a more general political direction, targeting
the way we conceive the political-administrative system and our fellow citizens; and second, a
more environmentally specific direction targeting our role and responsibility for the environ-
ment. As we see it, these two norm-changing effects may constitute the mechanisms by which
higher education indirectly affects the level of support for environmental policy measures.
These three direct and indirect links are captured in Fig. 1. Arrow a captures the direct effect
between education and policy support, arrow b shows the indirect effect on policy support via
pro-environmental norms, and arrow c represents the indirect general political effect via civic
norms and governmental acceptance.

Higher Education

Environmental norms

Civic norms

Pro-environmental 

policy support

Acceptance of political 

steering

a

b b

c
c

c

Fig. 1 Proposed connections between higher education and pro-environmental policy support
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Method and material

Material

In order to test our hypotheses, we make use of a unique data set, based upon survey responses
from Swedish college students at seven Swedish universities during two semesters of under-
graduate studies. It is a three-wave panel where the first collection of data was conducted
during the first weeks of the semester (August/September 2014), the second during the last
weeks of the semester (December/January 2014), and the third during the last weeks of the
second semester (May/June 2015). The questionnaire contained a number of different sections
and took approximately 15 min to complete. It was made clear that participation was
completely voluntary and those who responded were rewarded with a free movie ticket. We
included three different student categories: economics, law, and political science.

During the first wave, N = 1801 students participated; this number decreased to N = 1366
during the second wave and N = 813 in the third wave. Out of these, we were able to match
882 students between the first and the second wave and 388 between the first and the third
wave.1 There are a number of reasons why we could not match more respondents. First, a
substantial number of students dropped out or changed courses during their first weeks.
Second, the lectures are seldom compulsory; consequently, a number of students who attended
the lecture during the first wave did not attend class in the second wave. Furthermore,
undergraduate economics and political science students often take courses in other disciplines
the second semester, while the law students do not. Therefore, most of the students that we
matched between wave 1 and wave 3 were law students. To estimate change in our main
dependent variable, we also made use of a control group from the Citizen Panel provided by
LORE (Laboratory of Opinion Research, see www.lore.gu.se) at the University of
Gothenburg,2 with 916 respondents in both waves. The control group received the question
through a web-based survey during the same period.

Dependent and independent variables

In the surveys, our main dependent variable environmental policy support is captured by three
different survey items: “I could support an increase in the carbon tax on car fuels (gasoline,
diesel, fossil gas)” (strongly agree to strongly disagree); “I could support political proposals on
an aviation carbon tax (kerosene)” (strongly agree to strongly disagree); and “Impose con-
sumption taxes on polluting consumption” (very good suggestion to very bad suggestion).3

The constructed index has a good reliability with a Cronbach’s α of .85.4 There are several
different types of environmental policy instruments. As mentioned above, we focus on taxes as
a typical example of a coercive policy tool that demands individual sacrifices, either in terms of
behavioral changes or higher monetary costs, by the individuals targeted by the policy.

In order to capture pro-environmental norms, we make use of seven question items: “There
is no point for me to do what I can for the environment unless others do too”, “As long as all

1 The matching was made through the students’ parents’ surnames. We have made a solid check, and this
matching technique has worked very well.
2 For more information, see www.lore.gu.se. The respondents in the Citizen Panel are both self-recruited and
based on a random population.
3 The third one is based on a battery of questions where the students are asked to rate several propositions.
4 Wave 1
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laws and regulations are adhered to, there is no reason for Swedish consumers to be concerned
about possible environmental damage in other countries”, “My own lifestyle has contributed to
the current environmental problems”, “I am co-responsible for protecting the world’s environ-
ment”, “Ordinary citizens and not just authorities and decision-makers carry a great deal of
responsibility for the environment”, “I have no personal responsibility to protect the environ-
ment”, and “I could forgo holiday air travel to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases”
(α = .73).

The same or similar questions have been used to capture pro-environmental norms before,
which scholars applying the Value-Belief-Norm Theory often described as tapping into the
extent to which an individual feels an ascribed (personal) responsibility for both causing and
amending the negative environmental situation.

In order to capture civic norms, we make use of questions both capturing trust in political
authorities and trust in fellow citizens. The first asks respondents about their level of trust in
Swedish authorities: a great deal of trust (1) to very little trust (5) (reversed). Second, trust in
fellow citizens is captured by two statements: “Generally speaking, would you say that most
people can be trusted, or that you can’t be too careful in dealing with people?”5 And,
“Generally speaking, do you think that most people would try to take advantage of you if
they got the chance, or would they try to be fair?”6

As described above, the link from education to acceptance is argued to operate through an
acceptance of government intervention in general. In order to capture attitudes towards
political steering, we use two questions: “It is good that politicians and authorities try to
influence the behavior of citizens in various ways” and “Politicians and authorities should not
try to influence the behavior of citizens” (reversed). These questions were measured on a five-
point scale from “completely agree” to “completely disagree” (Cronbach’s α .71).

Controls

We also include controls for the students’ subjective placements on the ideological left/right
dimension (“It is sometimes said that political opinions can be placed on a left-right scale.
Where would you place yourself on such a scale?”) using a five-point scale running from
“clearly to the left” to “clearly to the right.” Individuals on the right of the political spectrum
are often more hostile towards market interventions in general, and several studies have shown
that compared to individuals on the left, individuals leaning to the right are less likely to
express environmental support (Dunlap et al. 2001; for critique, see Harring and Sohlberg
2017; Fairbrother 2016). We also include gender in our analysis, as gender has been argued to
affect environmental support (Dunlap et al. 2000; Stern et al. 1993).

Methods

We use structural equation modeling (SEM) in order to test our hypotheses, since we are
interested in the mediating effects of civic norms and environmental norms on environmental
policy support (Fig. 2). Furthermore, SEM has the advantage that it can be applied to
longitudinal data to capture the stability and change in explanatory variables and the mediating
effects of our constructs on our main dependent variable (Little 2013).

5 Answer categories: “You cannot be too careful” (1) to “Most people can be trusted” (5).
6 Answer categories: “Most people would try to take an advantage” (1) to “Most people try to be fair” (5).
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Results

In order to analyze our data, the first step is to see whether there are any substantial changes in
the important variables across the time period that we investigate. Table 1 shows a paired
sample t test of the mean values among the students (and among the control group for those
variables where we have survey measures) at waves 1, 2, and 3. For our main dependent
variable, environmental policy support, we see that there is a small but significant change in
the student group between the first and the second waves, but no significant change between
waves 1 and 3. There is no change in the control group.7

Studying the mean value change in environmental protection norms, we see a decrease among
students, both comparing students participating in wave 1 andwave 2, and students participating in
wave 1 and wave 3. Hence, we conclude that on the group level, students (in Sweden) do not
experience any stronger personal responsibility for protecting the environment after taking courses
in economics, law, and political science. This finding has been confirmed in previous studies using
the data on the first and second wave [Harring, Lundholm and Torbjörnsson (2017) Harring and
Jagers (2018)]. This is also in line with some previous research reporting a tendency for college
students to gradually generate more cynical perspectives on social dilemma situations, and a sense
that their potential to contribute is rather low (Newman and Fernandes 2015).

We find no significant change in civic norms, as operationalized through levels of gener-
alized, political, and institutional trust; the tendency is a decrease rather than an increase.

In order to estimate whether civic norms and pro-environmental norms have any explan-
atory power on policy support, we use a SEM framework.
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7 It is worth noticing that the control group actually scores higher than the student group; however, there is no
change.
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In the first model, we analyze explanations behind policy acceptance. We see a clear effect
of environmental norms (.36) on policy acceptance, as well as that the effect of civic norms on
policy acceptance is mediated through a positive attitude towards government steering.
Studying the other variables, we find an effect of self-placement on the left-right scale
(− .33): Students who position themselves to the left on the political spectrum are much more
likely to accept the tested policy instrument.

Furthermore, we find that environmental norms are clearly related to the acceptance of
government steering (.33). It is not perfectly clear why people who accept a lot of personal
responsibility are more willing to accept government steering in general, but acceptance of
personal environmental responsibility norms and acceptance of authority are related. Accep-
tance of authority can at least be thought of as an antipode of free-riding norms. People who do
not feel moral or personal norms when it comes to the protection of the environment are not
very likely to accept steering, or government authorities telling them how to act or using force
to make them behave in a certain manner.

Moving on to the longitudinal SEM, we find quite strong autoregressive effects in our construct
between wave 1 and wave 2, and also wave 1 and wave 3. The intercorrelations between the latent
variables between the waves are high, which was more or less expected when we saw that the
mean score changes between the time points were low. The effect of civic values at t1 on civic
values at t2 is strong (.86, p < .000) and so is the effect of acceptance at t1 on acceptance at t2 (.83,
p < .000), and the effect of environmental values at t1 on environmental values at t2 (.84, p < .000).
Hence, as the acceptance is very stable between t1 and t2, not much variance can be explained by
the change in other factors. This is also what we find between t1 and t3 (Table 2).

Discussion

In this article, we are concerned with exploring the puzzling relationship between (higher)
education and acceptance of environmental policy measures. We do so by focusing on two
parallel causal links presented as the environmental norm hypothesis (H2) and the civic norm
hypotheses (H3, H4), respectively. By analyzing changes in norms and attitudes among
university students and comparing these changes to a control group, we initially find that
the group of university students does become more accepting of environmental policy
instruments during the semester, whereas no significant changes in policy attitudes are detected

Table 1 Mean value comparisons wave 1 and wave 2

Wave 1 Wave 2 Difference N

Change in pro-environmental policy support 3.51 3.57 .05* 865
Change in pro-environmental policy support - control group 3.77 3.77 .00 843
Change in environmental norm 3.93 3.88 − .05*** 859
Change in civic norm 3.37 3.35 − .02 867
Change in government intervention acceptance 3.68 3.68 .00 866

Wave 1 Wave 3 Difference N
Change in pro-environmental policy support 3.47 3.48 .01 309
Change in pro-environmental policy support - control group 3.81 3.83 .02 734
Change in environmental norm 3.94 3.86 − .08*** 305
Change in civic norm 3.34 3.34 .00 306
Change in government intervention acceptance 3.66 3.72 .06 306

***p < 0.001; *p < 0.05
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in the control group during the same time period, and there is no change in the group of
students that we could match over two semesters. This result provides weak support for our
initial hypothesis (H1), which states that there is a direct effect of higher education on
environmental policy support. Furthermore, we also find that environmental norms and civic
norms (e.g., institutional trust) are important drivers for environmental policy support. When
testing our other hypotheses, however, we do not find that changes in environmental and civic
norms between our two waves of data collection can explain the changes in environmental
policy support for the same period of time. Thus, we cannot confirm H2 and H3, proposing an
indirect effect of higher education channeled through civic and environmental norms. We do
find that changes in acceptance of government steering have an effect on environmental policy
support at an individual level (H4).

Conclusions

To our knowledge, this is one of only a few studies attempting to disentangle the causal
mechanisms of higher education’s effect on environmental policy support. Compared to our
control group, we find that the group of university students does become more accepting of
environmental policy instruments during the semester, which provides some support for our
assumption that there is a direct effect of higher education on environmental policy support.
We do not find that changes in environmental and civic norms between our two waves of data

Table 2 Paths and covariances for the longitudinal structural equation model

Std est. Std. err. P

Paths
Civic norm (Time 1) → Civic norm (Time 2) .86 .03 .000
Civic norm (Time 1) → Env. Pol. Support (Time 2) .05 .03 .126
Env. Norm (Time 1) → Env. Pol. Support (Time 2) .19 .03 .000
Env. Pol. Support (Time 1) → Env. Pol. Support (Time 2) .83 .02 .000
Civic norm (Time 1) → Env. Norm (Time 2) .14 .03 .002
Env. Norm (Time 1) → Env. Norm (Time 2) .84 .02 .000

Covariances
Civic norm (Time 2) ←→Env. Pol. Support (Time 2) .22 .09 .010
Civic norm (Time 2) ←→ Env. Norm (Time 2) .25 .10 .009
Env. Pol. Support (Time 2) ←→ Env. Norm (Time 2) .31 .07 .000
Civic norm (Time 1) ←→ Env. Norm (Time 2) .15 .05 .002
Civic norm (Time 1) ←→ Env. Pol. Support (Time 1) .25 .05 .000

Paths
Civic norm (Time 1) → Civic norm (Time 3) .77 .05 .000
Civic norm (Time 1) → Env. Pol. Support (Time 3) .00 .05 .964
Env. Norm (Time 1) → Env. Pol. Support (Time 3) .05 .05 .275
Env. Pol. Support (Time 1) → Env. Pol. Support (Time 3) .86 .03 .000
Civic norm (Time 1) → Env. Norm (Time 3) .24 .06 .000
Env. Norm (Time 1) → Env. Norm (Time 3) .74 .04 .000

Covariances
Civic norm (Time 3) ←→ Env. Pol. Support (Time 3) .23 .11 .037
Civic norm (Time 2) ←→ Env. Norm (Time 2) .15 .12 .208
Env. Pol. Support (Time 3) ←→ Env. Norm (Time 3) .49 .10 .000
Civic norm (Time 1) ←→ Env. Norm (Time 3) .15 .08 .061
Civic norm (Time 1) ←→ Env. Pol. Support (Time 3) .28 .08 .000
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collection can explain the changes in policy support for the same period of time. However, we
find that changes in acceptance of government steering have an effect on environmental policy
support on an individual level.

Future research can extend the findings of this study in several ways. It should firstly be
noted that this article uses support for environmental taxes as the dependent variable. While
this is an important and widely debated policy measure, meriting attention to the prospect for
public support, several recent studies have argued that it is important to distinguish between
different types of environmental policy measures when gauging support. For example, pull
instruments increasing the attractiveness of pro-environmental behavior generally gain more
support than push instruments aimed at exacerbating the negative impact of a behavioral
choice, and suggestions for making new environment-friendly alternatives available to the
public are received more positively than targeting a reduction of established practices (cf.
Jagers and Matti 2010; Steg et al. 2005). Furthermore, trust generally has a positive effect on
economic incentives, but not necessarily on command-and-control types of policies (Harring
2016). Research on this topic should therefore include a number of policy measures, allowing
them to vary between different designs, in order to analyze how much and in what direction
different norms trigger responses to different types of policy measures. Future studies can also
better explore the role of social science knowledge on policy support (cf. Harring et al. 2017).
Finally, since the study has been conducted in only one country, Sweden, which is known for
having an exceptionally pro-environmental oriented population, it is also important to replicate
the study in other contexts. This should be done not only to see if the results are unique to
Sweden but also to get a better grip of the magnitude of the effects found in this study, e.g., are
they weaker or stronger among university students in other countries?
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